In the perspective of multiple attachment bonds, the teacher-child relationship is considered as one of the fundamental ways to express a crucially relevant bond for the child's emotive and cognitive development. The contextualist approach underlines how the dynamics of interaction between the individual and micro-sociocultural contexts play a mediating role on developmental processes. Studies by Pianta, in particular, ascribed to the teacher-pupil interaction a crucial developmental function in the adaptation of the child, both in preschool age children and in the subsequent years of primary school.
INTRODUCTION
The social and relational experiences of early childhood strongly affect the prospects of scholastic success (or failure), both in the near term and the long term. Such experiences, in fact, beginning in nursery school, are crucial in developing high levels of linguistic, social, and cultural competence [1] . The relevant literature agrees that the good quality of the teacher-pupil relationship is a central factor in the child's successful development of various competences. A high quality relationship with the pupil correlates with the positive development of language and literacy skills [2] , with the development of social skills [3] , and with a successful adjustment to school [4] . The teacher-pupil relationship can therefore be described as a micro-system [5] of fundamental importance for the individual's successful development. Interaction with the teacher, both from an eco-cultural and a purely affective point of view, differs in some respects from the other kinds of relationships experienced by the child. Unlike the relationship with parents, siblings, and relatives in general, the relationship with the teacher is first of all an asymmetrical relationship, in which the adult acts out an *Address correspondence to this author at the Dipartimento di Psicologia, Università di Torino, Via Po 14, 10123 Torino Italy; Tel: 011.670.30.56; Fax: 011.814.62.31; E-mail: claudio.longobardi@unito.it explicit guiding role, with an obvious directive function [6] . It is the teacher who manages the cultural and social context, in which there are frequent interactions with the pupils and amongst the pupils themselves. Various studies underline that the frequency, the reciprocity, and the quality of such interaction can be considered predictors of the quality of the relationship established with the pupil [7] . On this point, many research projects of different kinds [4, 8, 9] indicate that a positive teacher/pupil relationship predisposes the pupil to scholastic success, both from the curricular point of view and from the social and behavioral one. By contrast, a low quality teacher/pupil relationship would correlate with lower school performance amongst pupils [4] .
The teacher-pupil relationship is regarded here, in the perspective of multiple attachment bonds [10, 11] , as one of the fundamental modes of expression of a bond of crucial importance for the child's emotive and cognitive development. While the contextualist approach had the merit of emphasizing that developmental processes are necessarily mediated by the dynamics of interaction established by individuals in the social and cultural micro-contexts of which they are part [12] [13] [14] [15] [16] [17] [18] [19] , the studies carried out by Pianta [2] later attributed to the teacher-pupil relationship an essential developmental role in the adaptation of the child of pre-school and primary school age and beyond. It is therefore desirable for the teacher to offer the pupil a solid reference point with which to identify, serving as a model who can inspire efficacious ways of self-regulating its behavior.
In contemporary society, the teacher's educational and relational role assumes an even more evident importance if related to the changes in the culture and the family taking place over the past few decades. The fragmentation of the traditional nuclear family, combined with the increasingly obvious crisis of the male figure in Western society, poses new questions about the possibility of providing adequate family micro-contexts that can offer the child of pre-school and primary school age positive bsituations for development. Specifically, it has become crucial to ask, in such a context, how useful the particular presence of females (massive and pervasive) in the teaching population can be: it is legitimate to wonder whether and to what degree this aspect might impact on the educational relationship and the quality of teaching provided. In the US context, the first studies on this point began in the 1950s. Rogers [20] , with A Study of the
Reactions of Forty Men to Teaching in the Elementary
School, triggered a series of studies designed to show the benefits of the presence of males in teaching. At a time when great emphasis was placed on the particular capacity of women to offer high-quality affective and educational care, this work helped to emancipate the teaching profession from being considered a purely female domain. In the decades that followed, however, there continued to be a clear prevalence of women teachers. Fagot [21] , in his article entitled "Male and Female Teachers: Do They Treat Boys and Girls Differently?", stresses a sort of "entrapment" of pupils in a onedimensional context, populated overwhelmingly, at school and at home, by female figures. Fagot [22] also conducted an observational study that describes the importance of the male role above all in managing moments of free play, which have an educative and affective value. These studies were followed more recently by works highlighting the co-presence of male and female figures, also covering the development of reasoning skills [23] . In the last decade, there has also been a surge of studies on the figure of the "master," the male primary teacher, suggesting a fresh interest in an aspect of schooling that is very influential on the social level. The lack of opportunities for interaction with male figures can, in fact, strongly limit the child's possibilities of identification with adequate gender role models, both male and female. On this point, Skelton [24] , in her Male Primary Teachers and Perceptions Of Masculinity, stresses that the obvious feminization of the pre-school and primary school teaching staff may, in coming decades, become an extremely important problem, to combat which various Western countries [25, 26] are introducing an intense policy of employing male teachers. Further studies have, on the other hand, found a link between the lack of male staff in schools and the fact that teaching has generally lost professional and social prestige [27] .
The figure of the "master" emerges from the various studies carried out so far as being potentially supportive from the relational and educative point of view. In broader terms, from the cultural angle, the co-presence of teachers of both genders is desirable [28, 29] insofar as it is believed to enable the pupils to develop a vision less based on rigid sexist patterns. More specifically, there are still relatively few studies [30] that investigate in depth how teacher gender impacts on the relationship formed with the pupil. Some research works [31] have showed differences attributable to the teacher's gender, especially in the perception of the level of conflict marking the relationship. In nursery school, female teachers assign higher conflict levels in the relationship to male pupils. Most of the studies on the teacher-pupil relationship, however, have analyzed it in terms of the global characteristics of the teacher, including gender, without necessarily giving that variable a discriminating role.
This study has the precise aim of exploring the exact specificities of the teacher/pupil relationship based on teacher gender. Starting from the above premises and in accordance with the main studies on the teacher-pupil relationship [30] , which attribute a clear importance to the presence of male teachers at pre-school and primary school, the question investigated concerned the influences that can be exerted by the teacher's gender on the particular features of the relationship formed with the pupil. This research was therefore carried out within an educational vision with the power essentially to foster gender equality in the education of the new generations, while respecting the particular diversities of expressed by each person.
METHOD Sample
The study involved 310 children attending the first three classes of primary school, equally distributed by gender. The children, all Italian, ranged in age from 73 to 110 months (average= 90.92; sd = 10.84). The teachers of the classes involved also participated in the study. The group of teachers comprised 52 subjects, 10 of whom were males. The prevalence of female teachers is due to the characteristics of the reference population, in which females are the majority. Teacher age ranged from 26 to 62 years (average= 45.75; sd = 9.21). Socio-personal characteristics were distributed as shown in Table 1 . The teacher characteristics considered (age, years of teaching experience, and weekly teaching hours in the class) show no significant differences in the averages of the two genders.
Instruments
The Italian version of the Student-Teacher Relationship Scale (STRS) [30, 32, 33] has been used for the evaluation of the student-teacher relationship. The questionnaire chiefly aims to clarify the teacher's perception of his/her relationship with a given pupil. Twenty-two items form the questionnaire and the applicability of each of them is assessed on a 5-point Likert scale. This questionnaire provides three separate scores. The scores refer to three basic dimensions that qualify the analyzed construct. The scale of closeness refers to all aspects of sharing, communication and affection; the scale of conflict refers to anger, tension, and lack of mutual comprehension; and the scale of dependency evaluates the operational and emotive autonomy of the pupil.
Analysis of Data
This is an exploratory study. As the very first step, descriptive statistics were run. Then t tests were conducted to examine preliminary associations among teacher's perception of the relationship and children's gender. These analyses were pursued on all the sample and on male and female teachers considering separately. Pearson correlation coefficients were calculated to assess associations between STRS dimensions and demographic characteristics of teachers. Non parametric Spearman coefficients were used to correlate the teacher's perception of the relationship with children's progress and effort in school activities, evaluated on a 3-point Likert scale.
Mono and bivariate analysis were carried out on the data collected, using the statistical software SPSS 20.0.
Presentation and Discussion of Results
The teachers considered in the study on average perceive their relationships with their pupils as being of good quality. These relationships are marked by high levels of closeness and low levels of conflict and dependency ( Table 2 ).
The teacher's perception of the relationship with male pupils and female pupils ( Table 2 ) differs to a significant degree regarding closeness (t = -4.319; df = 279.611; p < .001) and dependency (t = -3.377; df = 303; p < .01) and conflict is only neared significance (t = 1.905; df = 270.804; p = .06). The relationship with female pupils is, in the teachers' perception, marked by a higher level of closeness, i.e., confidence, intimacy, and sharing [4, [34] [35] [36] [37] [38] [39] and by a higher degree of dependency [33, 35, 37, 39] . Compared to the data found in the international literature, however, there is no significant difference concerning conflict, usually showing higher scores for male pupils. In the sample considered, this discrepancy is not significant, or is of borderline significance.
For a more thorough investigation of the influence of gender on the perception of the relationship with pupils, the STRS compiled by male and female teachers were examined separately. Differences were found in the perceived relationships with male and female pupils. With reference to male teachers, no significant differences were found in any of the dimensions examined using STRS: the male teachers' perception of closeness, elements of conflict, and dependency in the relationship therefore seems not to be tied to the child's gender. For female teachers, on the other hand, significant differences were found in all three dimensions: relationships with male pupils are marked by greater levels of conflict (t = 2.206; df = 206.068; p < .05) and lower levels of closeness (t = -4.238; df = 216.525; p < .001) and dependency (t = -3.541; df = 242.209; p < .001). In contrast to what is found when considering the whole sample, in considering only the female teaching population, the differences found between male and female pupils are in line with the findings of the international literature [4, 34-36, 38, 39] .
The correlations between the STRS scales compiled by male and female teachers are the same, but the strength of these correlations differs ( Table 3 ). The conflict dimension In the male teacher's perception of the relationship, it is only dependency that is inversely correlated with the child's age (r = -.532; p < .001). Considering the responses of the female teachers, as well as the inverse correlation with dependency (r = -.149; p < .05), there is also an indirect correlation with closeness (r = -.229; p < .001). The correlations found in the female sample are equivalent to those of the whole teacher sample, though with different values (dependency: r= -.229; p < .01; closeness: r = -.179; p < .01). The diminished level of dependency in the relationship can be explained by the increased autonomy, self-control, emotive self-regulation, and conflict management that come about with age. For female teachers in particular, the growth of children in the early years of primary school does seem to be accompanied by a perceived reduction of sharing and closeness. This variation is not recorded for male teachers. Also taken into consideration are the child's progress and effort in school activities, which correlate with the relationship factors over the whole sample [34, [39] [40] [41] [42] [43] [44] . More specifically, in the male teacher's perception of the relationship, the conflict factor correlates inversely with the child's progress and effort (respectively: Rho = -.300; p < .05 and Rho = -.391; p < .01). On the other hand, in the female teacher's perception of the relationship, there are significant correlations on all three dimensions ( Table 3) . Compared to her male colleagues, therefore, the female teacher's perception seems to be tied more to scholastic aspects and the child's performance in tests.
The effect on the relationship of certain socio-personal variables in teachers was also considered. The first factor was the teacher's age. It is only for male teachers that conflict correlates inversely with age (r = -.356; p < .01). For the general sample and for female teachers, there are no correla tions between teacher age and the perceived quality of the relationship.
Years of teaching experience correlate indirectly with the dimension of conflict (r = .120; p < .05) and directly with closeness (r =.126; p < .05) for the whole sample of teachers involved. By separately examining the teachers based on gender, only one correlation is found for male teachers: years of teaching correlates inversely with the dimension of conflict (r = -.334; p < .01). For female teachers, however, no significant correlation was found.
The number of hours taught in the class correlates directly with dependency, considering both the whole sample and the data broken down by teacher gender (for the whole sample: r = .185; p < .01; for male teachers: r = .279; p< .05; for female teachers: r = .155; p < .05).
To examine in more depth the peculiarity of relationships depending on the teacher's gender, in this final part, the only STRSs taken into consideration are those compiled in classes where one of the two teachers are male. Both teachers completed the STRS for the same pupils, drawn at random from the class group. In comparing the perceptions of relationships with pupils provided by the two teachers of different gender, it emerges that there is a correlation of the scores for the dimensions of closeness (r = .622; p < .001) and dependency (r = .325; p < .05). The correlation for the dimension of conflict is of borderline significance (r = .249; p = .06); this result differs from what is reported in the literature, concerning the correlation in the perception of conflict and closeness [3] . In our view, this discrepancy may be due to the peculiarity of the sample examined, half of which was composed of male compilers. Assessing the differences in the averages recorded in the three dimensions by the two teachers through the paired samples t test, no significant discrepancies are found between teachers of different genders.
CONCLUSIONS
The first aspect to underline in the study presented here is related to the scarcity of data available in the literature about gender differences in the perception of the relationship with the pupil. It must be pointed out that much of the research into the teacher-student relationship is based on samples consisting in the vast majority (if not in all) cases of female teachers, with very few males. This can be connected to one of the limits of the study presented here, namely, the smallness of the male teacher group, due to the composition of the primary school teaching population. Greater equality in group distribution would allow for a more thorough study of the particular features of the relationships formed by the teachers as a result of their gender and that of the child. More specifically, it would be of interest to evaluate the relationship in cases of correspondence vs. difference between child and teacher gender. From the results, it emerges that the male teacher's perception of the relationship is not influenced by the child's gender, unlike that of the female teacher, whose assessment of the relationship differs significantly according to the gender of the child. Another specificity is the difference in the impact of the variables connected to scholastic success (the child's progress and effort). For male teachers, these aspects are linked (inversely) only to the degree of conflict in the relationship, while for female teachers, they are linked to a significant degree with all the components of the relationship. It would therefore seem that women have more power to discriminate amongst a child's characteristics than men do, an aspect that may be connected to the different relational and "nurturing" skills specific to the two genders [45] . On this point, it is of interest to see that the teacher's characteristics (such as age and years of teaching experience) are related to the perception of the relationship only by male teachers.
These comments call for careful consideration of the possible social impacts of the increasing feminization of the teaching population. This sociological phenomenon, owing to the tradition of greater involvement of women in the caring professions, could involve a reduction of efficacious gender models, especially for male children [46, 47] .
